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EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION SKILLS FOR 

UNCOMFORTABLE CONVERSATIONS

SAY WHAT?!?

Erin Basler, MEd
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Objectives

BY THE END OF THIS WORKSHOP WE WILL

REFER TO RELIABLE RESOURCES FOR DEVELOPMENTALLY 
APPROPRIATE SEXUALITY AND SEXUAL HEALTH 
INFORMATION

IDENTIFY THE DIFFERENT TYPES OF QUESTIONS YOUTH ASK 
ABOUT SEXUAL HEALTH

DEVELOP STRATEGIES FOR ANSWERING EACH TYPE
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Erin Basler, MEd
Education Coordinator @ The CSPH

Disability Outreach Coordinator @ New  Hope

• BA – Human Services Advocacy

• MEd – Human Sexuality

Specialized in:
• IDD considerate sexuality education

• Curriculum Development

• Violence Prevention Education

• Medically-accurate, culturally-inclusive, 
pleasure-informed Sexuality Education
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WHY DON’T WE 
ANSWER 

QUESTIONS?
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WHY ANSWER?
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It’s our Responsibility—Not just our JOB.

In their analysis of anonymous questions, Angulo-Olaiz et. al. found 

that, “a notable mix was found of questions implying exposure to or 

awareness of a wide range of sexual activities, together with 

questions demonstrating fundamental misunderstandings or 

confusion about some of the most basic aspects of sex and sexuality” 

(2014). They concluded that analysis of the cards showed the 

imperative to address the concerns of the specific audience when 

delivering sexuality education.

Information is relevant to the group.

In comparing abstinence-only programs with comprehensive sex 

education, comprehensive sex education was associated with a 50% 

lower risk of teen pregnancy.     (Kohler, et al., 2008 via SEICUS.org)

Accurate Information = Better Health

The 2015  Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System shows that 

43.2% of male students and 39.2% of female high school students 

have engaged in sexual intercourse. In 9th grade, 24.1% of students 

have engaged in sexual intercourse. By senior year, that number 

jumps to  58.1%    (CDC.gov)

Youth are likely engaging in the behaviors they 
ask about
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TYPES
OF

QUESTIONS
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Types of Questions

Information Seeking “Am I Normal?”Permission Seeking

Shock Value Truly TerrifyingPersonal Information

Versions of this information can be found from PPLM, Advocates for Youth, ETR and others.
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Informatio
n

Seeking

Information Seeking Questions are 

requests for knowledge or skills. They 

tend to have straight-forward answers, 

can be easily backed up with data, or 

teach a concrete skill.

Students may not have the right 

language to ask these questions. Model 

better language in your answer.
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Permissio
n

Seeking

Permission Seeking Questions are looking 

for you to weigh in on a values-based 

topic. You can give the facts of the issue at 

hand or present the differing sides

You can also take an opportunity to let 

students know who in their lives may 

have answers to those questions.
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“Am I 
Normal?”

The “Am I Normal” Questions are seeking 

validation. It is important to normalize a 

wide variety of experiences through your 

answer. You never know who is in the room.
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Shock 
Value

Students ask Shock Value questions for 

many reasons. Maybe they are trying to 

break the tension in a room, maybe they 

are trying to get a rise out of you.

Many times, shock value questions are 

really Permission Seeking or Am I 

Normal? Questions in disguise.
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Personal
Question

s
Personal Questions may be the result of 

curiosity, but it is more likely they are 

about validation and permission. Rather 

than answering about yourself, talk about 

universal experiences or statistical norms.

You can also issue the blanket statement 

that you aren’t comfortable answering 

personal questions. You are the expert in 

the room and what you say matters.
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Truly 
Terrifying
Questions

These are the questions that make your 

stomach drop.

They are the kinds of questions that show 

someone really needs help. If these 

questions come from an anonymous 

questions box, tell someone from the 

community setting. They will likely have 

more context and can follow up.
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HOW TO
RESPOND
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Strategic Steps

Don’t pontificate. Don’t add in 

your opinions. Give the best 

information you can with the 

facts you have.

Don’t be afraid to say, “I don’t 

know. Let me get back to you.”

And then get back to them.

Deliver Factually

If you didn’t have an answer, 

research it so you have the 

answer next time. 

If the question is out of your 

depths (or ethical guidelines), 

know who to talk to in the 

school or community.

Research or Refer

Looking at the type of question 

gives us hints on how to answer.

Are SHOCK VALUE or Personal 

Questions hiding another type 

of question?

Identify the Type

Do you have time for a longer 

conversation that addresses 

affective (feelings) learning? Do 

you have another chance to dive 

into the topic? 

Can you only give facts and 

resources right now?

What information 
can you give?
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WHAT KIND 
OF 

QUESTION
IS THIS?
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DOES THIS 
IMAGE

CHANGE YOUR
ANSWER?
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RELIABLE
RESOURCES
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QUESTIONS?
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